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Foreword

The Development Papers Series of the ESCAP South and South-West Asia Office (ESCAPSSWA) promotes and disseminates policy-relevant research on the development challenges facing
South and South-West Asia. It features policy research conducted at ESCAP-SSWA as well as by
outside experts from within the subregion and beyond. The objective is to foster an informed
debate on development policy challenges facing the subregion and sharing of development
experiences and best practices.
This paper by Sofoora Kawsar Usman and Fathimath Sofiya Rasheedh prepared as a part of the
research and policy initiative titled, Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional
Framework, undertaken by the UNESCAP-SSWA office in collaboration with the Centre for
Policy Dialogue (CPD), Dhaka jointly directed by Dr Debapriya Bhattacharya, Distinguished
Fellow at CPD, and the undersigned. Given that we are in the fifth year of the adoption of the 2030
Agenda, it is timely to reflect on the situation of the South Asian countries in terms of progress
and gaps assessment to identify and address the key challenges for accelerating the implementation
of the SDGs in the subregion. The overall objective is to explore mutual areas for regional
cooperation in the subregion from the perspective of various South Asian countries to promote
SDG delivery at national level and identify modalities, regional instruments and institutional
arrangements that are necessary to support SDG implementation within a regional framework.
The paper provides an overview of Maldives’ strategy to contextualize and implement the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the national level. It makes a valuable contribution to
highlight specific constraints and challenges faced by a Small Island Developing State (SIDS) such
as Maldives, in implementing the 2030 Agenda; identifies national SDG priorities; and attempts
to articulate a regional approach by highlighting the scope and means for regional cooperation in
supporting the implementation of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the context of
Maldives.
We hope that insights and policy lessons drawn in this paper will be useful for designing policy
strategy for accelerating the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development by
South Asian countries and would contribute to the ongoing deliberations on how greater
integration and cooperation at the regional level could be an important complement to the national
strategies in achieving sustainable development.
Nagesh Kumar
Head, ESCAP South and South-West Asia Office
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Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework – A Maldivian
Perspective
Sofoora Kawsar Usman
Fathimath Sofiya Rasheedh1

Abstract

The 17 SDGs adopted by United Nations General Assembly on September 25, 2015 are a universal
consensus to end poverty, eradicate inequality, protect the globe, tackle the climate change and
make sure that all people of the planet enjoy peace and prosperity. Maldives as a signatory to the
SDGs has shown commitment towards implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.
Given the interconnectedness of the Goals, eradicating all challenges will be a daunting task for
the government alone. In this context, the paper seeks to identify challenges/bottlenecks in terms
of policy alignment, institutional structure, financing, partnership and stakeholder participation
and data deficit and explore areas of regional cooperation to support SDG delivery. With a strategic
and fruitful policy agenda, the challenges can be addressed and implementation accelerated
through multi-stakeholder partnerships with policy makers, institutions, philanthropists, Financial
Institutions etc. Scope exists for further analysis on each goal and separate targets of the SDGs in
the context of the country to identify specific aspects.

JEL Code(s): Q01, O11, O20, F55, Q56
Key words: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Inclusive growth, Regional Cooperation,
South Asia, Maldives
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South-West Asia Office (UNESCAP-SSWA) and Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), Dhaka for conducting this study.
Dr. Nagesh Kumar, Head of Office, UNESCAP-SSWA and Dr. Debapriya Bhattacharya, Distinguished Fellow, CPD,
provided comments and suggestions on earlier drafts. The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and
do not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations Secretariat.
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1. Introduction
Maldives comprises of 1192 tiny coral islands scattered over 115,300 sq. km in the Indian Ocean.
The country has a population of 344,023 people living in 187 islands with more than 400 islands
are being used as resorts and for non-administrative purposes. (National Bureau of Statistics,
2019). Over the past years, Maldives has experienced tremendous growth in socio-economic
development. Maldives with its unique archipelago has become a world’s famous destination for
tourism, with nature-based tourism being the key driver of economic growth. This is followed by
fishing and to a lesser extent by the service sector. However, the geography of Maldives as a Small
Island Developing State (SID) poses challenges related to transportation and timely exchange of
information. Over the years the development in telecommunication has brought many positive
changes but still the problem of information sharing persists.
The Maldives economy has flourished over the past years. The Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
per capita stood at $6,095 (in current prices) in 2009 and rose up to $9,088 in 2016. This gives
more than 49.1% growth over the years (National Bureau of Statistic, 2019).The rapid economic
growth in the country also brought an influx of migrant workers into the country, largely coming
from Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and India. The foreign population in the country constitutes 16 percent
of the resident population and it is expected to reach close to 50 percent by 2054.
Maldives has also achieved remarkable improvement in the socio-economic sector over the years.
Maldives has been a pioneer in eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, focusing on many
agricultural driven projects and empowerment of the women within the island communities. The
country has also achieved universal primary education and secondary education and moves
towards improving the quality of education and educational facilities. Maldives has almost
completed its demographic transition (May, 2016) with the bulk of the population being in the
working age group. The life expectancy of the country has gradually increased over the years with
the average life expectancy at birth being at 73.0 for men and 74.7 for women in 2015 (Ministry
of Health, 2016). The infant mortality and maternal mortality rates are at their lowest implying that
improvements have been made in the health sector across the country. A huge milestone achieved
in the health sector is the provision of universal health coverage for the Maldives. In the past two
years, extensive efforts have been made to expand the reach of pharmacies with the result that at
least one has now been established in each inhabited (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017a).
Maldives is the only MDG+ country in South Asia with five out of the eight goals fully achieved
ahead of schedule (Department of National Planning, 2010). But the challenges remain in terms of
sustaining the progress and lessons learnt when moving forward with the SDG goals. Maldives is
facing rapid urbanisation. According to the Census 2014 (National Bureau of Statistics, 2014), 38
percent of the population lives in Male’. The government has prioritized policies and plans to
consolidate 70 percent of the population within the Greater Male’ area. And as revealed by
population projections, close to 64 percent of the population will live in the Greater Male’ area by
the end of 2054.
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Against this background, the paper makes an attempt to explore the status of Maldives based on
the SDG targets and will contribute to fill in gaps in the implementation challenge faced to a
developing country small island country. The main purpose of this study is to engage key
stakeholders in Maldives through raising awareness, highlighting key challenges for national-level
implementation and prompting action to ensure that they are adequately prepared to implement the
SDGs. The study has the following objectives:
•
Analysis of the Baseline data published by National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) and
relevant agencies.
•

Identify challenges and bottlenecks based on the baseline data available.

•

Provide recommendations for accelerators and interventions at country level.

•
To assess progress of delivering SDGs at the country level during the first three years
(2015–18), of 2030 Agenda, based on available data.
This research methodology used in the study is mixed and retrospective, similar to previous studies
which adopted the same (Bhattacharya, Islam Khan, & Sabbih, 2017). Mixed methods are used to
calculate specific rates and trends; the study analyses available secondary information relating to
implementation of the SDGs at the country level and it is retrospective since the data are already
available and outcome has occurred.
SDG target alignment with the country’s sectoral plans and policies is assessed by way of a detailed
review of the literature, including national and global-level policy documents. One of the main
limitations of this study since internal insights were not available on all the sectors with respect to
the SDGs, thus authors’ understanding and interpretation of the sectors are presented.
2. SDG delivery progress at the country level
In September 2015 Maldives adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, pledging to
the 17 SDGs. SDGs have been established as a universal set of goals that build on the achievements
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), aiming to harmonize between the social,
environment and the economic. SDGs priorities include equitable distribution of wealth and
services and a standard of quality of life accessible to all, thus adopting a principle of “leave no
one behind”. With cross cutting themes, SDGs highlight the importance of multi-sectoral and
multi-stakeholder approaches to human development.
Since the adoption of SDGs into the national development framework, Maldives has taken
significant measures towards the implementation, attainment and monitoring of the 17 SDGs
(Rahman, 2018). A key initiative in the early stages of the national dialogues on SDGs, which took
place in 2016, was the establishment of an institutional mechanism under the Ministry of
Environment and Energy (MEE) to coordinate, facilitate and monitor implementation of the 2030
Agenda in the country. A Technical Committee represented by cabinet ministers was established
9
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under the MEE to provide technical inputs and knowledge to facilitate the dialogues and
implementation mechanisms of the SDGs. Further, an SDG Division, with a supervisory role has
also been set up under Ministry of Environment (MEE) to expedite the process. The national level
ownership of SDGs marks a visible commitment to the Maldives’ sustainable development
narrative.
Maldives has made considerable efforts in terms of economic and human development gains. In
recent years, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has increased substantially and the Gross
National Income (GNI) per capita soared to US$13,567 in 2017 (National Bureau of Statistics,
2018a), owing mainly to the rapid expansion of the tourism industry. Sustained investments in
access to education, health and other social services has increased the Maldives’ Human
Development Index (HDI) to 0.717 in 2017, placing the country in the 101st place of 189 countries
at the top of the medium human development category. However, when the value of the global
HDI is adjusted for the inequality in distribution of various services, the HDI falls to 0.549, a loss
of 23.4 percent due to inequality in the distribution of HDI dimension Indices, showing that
poverty and deprivation of services is manifest across the country. Also notable is the HDI value
for Male’ which is at 0.734, when compared with a cumulative HDI value of 0.627 for all atolls
across the country (A. R. Sobir, Shiuna, Ibrahim, & Shafeeq, 2014). Remote islands with small
populations have limited access to services, limited job opportunities, limited means of other
income sources and face isolation from the national socio-economic narrative.
The Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) developed a new international
measure of poverty – the Multidimensional Poverty Index or MPI (Alkire & Santos, 2010)– for
the 20th Anniversary edition of the United Nations Development Programme’s flagship Human
Development Report. The MPI for Maldives shows multiple deprivations within one household in
access to health services, education and the standard of living. This demonstrates that poverty is
an important indicator when targeting development interventions. According to the data, 18
percent of children are living in poverty and 43 percent in 15-24 age groups are unemployed (Dorji,
2015). Thus, whilst interpreting SDGs for the Maldives, the disparities of access to services, the
disparities in the distribution of income status and wealth are significant indicators which must be
accounted for in the efforts to overcome injustices and insecurities.
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Figure 1: Contribution of HDI in Maldives’ HDI component indices 1995-2017

Source: HDI report (A. R. Sobir et al., 2014)

Despite the existing disparities, Maldives made a significant achievement becoming the first
“MDG+” country in South Asia before the 2015 deadline, having successfully met 5 out of the 8
MDGs (Department of National Planning, 2010). Substantial progress was made in eradicating
extreme poverty and hunger (MDG1), achieved universal primary education (MDG 2),
significantly reduced child mortality rate (MDG 4), improved maternal health (MDG 5), and
combatted HIV/AIDS, Malaria and other diseases (MDG 6). Progress was slower in the areas of
gender equality and women’s empowerment (MDG 3) owing to the limited female political
participation and female unemployment, ensuring environmental sustainability (MDG 7) due to
inability to monitor data on protected areas and conservation and developing a global partnership
for development (MDG 8) due to unmet targets on external debt and debt servicing. Whilst these
indicators and achievements are commendable, in the next phase of implementing SDGs, a
continued emphasis should remain on social justice and economic development in order to ensure
that gaps in certain indicators are addressed, especially in-terms of the HDI disparities in Male’
City when compared to other atolls.
There are significant development challenges to the Maldives’ context. As a country with a young
democracy, Maldives is challenged by socioeconomic and political concerns, compounded by the
threats of climate change to its environment as a low-lying island nation. Furthermore, as a Small
Island Developing State (SIDS), now listed as a middle-income country, the country faces
significant challenges in resource mobilization. The geographical distribution of its 186 islands
makes data accessibility particularly difficult. Likewise, the country has an overall small
population of 406,000 people, creating gaps in available labor forces in terms of expanding and
diversifying the economy, building climate resilience and responding to an unstable political
context. Furthermore, Maldives has very limited natural resources, tourism being the main income
source, resulting in an over-reliance on the tourism industry. Further challenges include
institutional coordination, and policy alignment in the implementation of key SDG goals areas
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such as climate change, economic inequality, innovation, sustainable consumption, peace and
justice.
Nevertheless, Maldives is committed to its development trajectory. Maldives has taken ownership
of SDGs at a national level and is presently in the infant stages of establishing a national framework
for achieving the 17 SDGs. The National Ministerial Coordination Committee (NMCC), set up
under the MEE in 2016, coordinates the SDGs. Technical committees further contribute to the
expertise on SDG targets in various sectors such as education, health, climate action and so forth.
The National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) works to alleviate the gaps in data accessibility by
collating accessible, timely and reliable data, key to the effective implementation of policies and
the monitoring of the achievements of the SDGs at a national level. With the formation of Ministry
of National development Planning and Infrastructure, the SDGs coordination, monitoring and
reporting has been merged with the National Development Function under the new government
formed in Nov 2018. Thus, with the new National Development Plan being developed, SDGs are
integrated into the document.
3. SDG Implementation Challenges: A Maldivian Perspective
This section will explore the existing challenges to implement and monitor SDGs in the Maldives
which are identified in the previous literature (Bhattacharya et al., 2017; Uddin & Nezum Uddin,
2018). It will discuss SDG related implementation challenges in relation to: 1) national policy
alignment with SDGs, indicating the policy level actions taken to overcome existing gaps in
implementation, 2) existence of national institutional mechanisms for coordinating SDGs,
providing an overview of national institutions established to implement SDGs such as the SDGs
division at MME, Fiscal Affairs Division, Ministry of Finance and Treasury (MoFT), Local
Governance Authority (LGA), and the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 3) financing and
resource mobilization 4) stakeholder representation and participation required to implement SDGs
and 5) data and monitoring capacity, highlighting the gaps in data accessibility. Bridging the data
gap is critical for the alignment of SDGs with local contexts.
3.1 Policy Alignment
Prior to an analysis of policy alignment, it must be noted that the Maldives recently transitioned to
a new government in 2019, and with a new parliament in office in June 2019. Thus, we discuss
policy alignment in light of these recent changes with the expectation that a number of policy
changes are expected to take place once the new parliament is established in office. With the
formation of Ministry of National Development Planning and Infrastructure, the SDGs
coordination, monitoring and reporting has been merged with the National Development Function
under the new government formed in November 2018 and with the new National Development
Plan being developed, SDGs are integrated into the document.
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Analysis of national policy alignment with SDGs reflects the extent to which the policies of
countries are in-line with the SDG targets, thereby illuminating the preparedness or SDG readiness
of countries. This also highlights the existing gaps in the current policies which must be overcome
to pave the pathway for SDG implementation. In this regard, Maldives undertook a Rapid
Integrated Assessment (RIA) of SDG readiness in 2017. A major challenge to SDG
implementation in the Maldives is the lack of an overarching national planning document which
is essential to streamline the development agenda and avoid overlaps in the implementation of
activities in the SDG areas. In the absence of a national development plan or national framework,
the RIA was conducted based on the government manifesto of 2013-2017 (Progressive Party
Maldives, 2013), which becomes the referral point for the national development agenda.
According to the RIA, there is evidence to suggest that the majority of SDG targets are represented
in sectoral policies and plans. The assessment showed that the government’s manifesto of 20132017 (Progressive Party Maldives, 2013) reflected 54 SDG targets in the document. The
integration of a majority of the SDG’s demonstrates a national interest and commitment to the
attainment of an equitable, inclusive and sustainable development for the country. The RIA
mapped SDG targets against targets in the government manifesto, reflecting a strong alignment of
Goal 8 (Decent work and Economic Growth), Goal 10 (Reduced Inequalities) and Goal 11
(Sustainable Cities and Communities), and a sufficient alignment of goals Goal 2 (Zero Hunger),
Goal 3 (Good health and Well-being), Goal 4 (Quality Education), Goal 5 (Gender Equality) and
Goal 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) (R. Sobir, 2017). The emphasis placed on the
inclusion of youth and women, strongly reflected in the youth specific government manifesto
(PPM 2013) supported the “leave no one behind” vision of the SDGs.
The Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2017 conducted by the MEE, the government agency
responsible for the overseeing of SDG implementation, highlighted the extent of policy alignment
with SDGs at both national and local level. The levels of analysis are critical for a holistic
understanding of SDG readiness in the Maldives where governance is at a national and local
council levels. New policies and plans which aligned with SDG goals were reflected in the VNR
2017.
For instance, the National Food Safety Policy (2017-2026) (Maldives Food and Drug Authority,
2017) developed by the Ministry of Health is aligned with SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) and also overlaps
with other SDG target areas such as health, poverty, gender equality, water and sanitation,
responsible consumption and climate action. The Health Master Plan 2016-2025 (Ministry of
Health, 2016) developed by the Ministry of Health is aligned with SDG3 goal, targets and
indicators. This could be considered as an example of a national policy that is well aligned with
the SDGs and targets.
A key initiative of the national policy alignment effort is also visible at the local level. The Local
Government Authority (LGA) has taken measures to introduce SDG focused planning at local
council levels. Thirteen goals which reflected the population needs at the local level were identified
and incorporated in to the five-year development plans (2017-2025) (Rahman, 2018). These are;
13
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goal 2 (hunger), goal 3 (health), goal 4 (education), goal 5 (gender), goal 6 (water and sanitation),
goal 7 (energy), goal 8 (economic growth and decent jobs), goal 9 (infrastructure), goal 13 (climate
action), goal 14 and 15 (land/ocean conservation), goal 16 (peace and justice) and goal 17 (means
of implementation) and additional goals on sustainable management of resources. Further
participatory assessments based on the 13 local goals have been mandated to the local councils to
ensure effective policy implementation that is adjusted to local needs and requirements. Whilst the
five-year development plans introduced by the LGA is key to identifying local level priorities and
challenges, the SDG Divisions’ consultations with local councils indicated a limited understanding
of SDGs and an inability to effectively link between local goals and SDGs. In order to develop an
effective communication vision to implement SDGs in the Maldives, a SDGs Communication
Strategy and Action-Plan 2019-2023 has also been developed. The communication strategy is
intended to enhance communication and advocacy efforts necessary for effective SDG
implementation.
A major challenge to policy alignment is the lack of a national development plan and long-term
development planning. Although the government manifesto highlights significant alignments with
SDGs, lack of a national commitment in the form of a legal framework reduces the effectiveness
of SDG focused national and local policies. As highlighted in the RIA, the manifesto’s economic
objectives do not effectively demonstrate the link between the economic objectives on their impact
on the socio-economic conditions of the country. Furthermore, the manifesto sets target for the
five-years of the political term, thus limiting long-term focus, and there are risks associated with
new policy changes shifting the priorities for ongoing work. This further limit the extent to which
policy alignment can be advocated and implemented sustainably at the national scale as the central
referral document is the five-year government manifesto.
Furthermore, the RIA reports limited coordination between government agencies. There is a
tendency to use a silo approach in the development of policies by government agency. Policy
implications one sector’s policy may have on another sector is not recognized and overlaps
between the developmental work of one sector with another is not accounted for or goes
unrecognized. Multi-sectoral coordination in terms of policies and programming are a prerequisite
to mainstreaming development priority areas in to one national development plan. This would also
ensure that national policy priorities are also reflective of local priorities outside of the central
region. SDG alignment at the national policy levels also needs to communicate local priorities
within national SDG processes and activities.
3.2. Institutional Structure
Maldives has made progress in establishing a coordination and monitoring mechanism within the
government, led by a Ministerial committee, supported by a technical committee of experts,
compositing of line ministries and departments, as well as the establishment of the SDG Division
under the MEE. However, currently, the function of SDG is merged with National Planning
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Division of Ministry of National Planning and Infrastructure (MNPI). The MEE was mandated by
the President’s office to oversee the implementation of the SDGs.
(i)

National Ministerial Coordination Committee (NMCC)

The NMCC was responsible for making the final policy decisions and providing policy guidance
during the dialogues on SDG implementation. The NMCC consists of cabinet members and was
chaired by the Minister of Environment and Energy. However, this does not exist as of now and
no alternative is established as of now.
(ii)

Sustainable Development Goals Technical Committee

A SDG technical committee was also established within the MEE to provide critical support,
technical knowledge and capacity to guide the implementation of SDGs. The Committee formed
at the end of 2016 consists of focal points from state agencies (approximately 101 members). The
committee was subdivided into five clusters; (1) economic development (SDG 1, 2, 8 and 12) (2)
social development (SDG 3, 4, 5, 10) (3) Infrastructure (SDG 6, 7, 9, and 11), (4) environment
(SDG 13, 14, 15) and partnerships (SDG 16 and 17). Crucially, the National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS) is a part of the Technical Committee. However, this is not functional now and will be
reconvened to align with the various working groups to take forward the national development
plan.
(iii)

SDG Division

The SDGs Division was established within the MEE in May 2016 and is the leading government
agency responsible for the overseeing of SDGs implementation. The SDG Division coordinate,
monitor and report the implementation process of SDGs in the Maldives. Act as the secretariat for
the National Ministerial Coordination Committee (NMCC) for SDGs and act as the secretariat for
the SDGs Technical Committee / Cluster Groups. Responsibilities also including creating
awareness of SDGs among government and state agencies, civil society, private sector, media and
the general public and ensure their participation in the implementation of SDGs.
Although a systematic institutional structure has been established, there are further challenges in
their collaborative operations. The RIA highlights a lack of dedication to SDG efforts and lack of
participation and accountability within line ministries in the support of the SDG coordination
process. This is further compounded by the limited understanding within government officials of
how SDG fit in within the government’s mandate and operation as well as the nature of SDGs.
A major challenge of the institutional structure was the large group of Technical Committee
members. Under the SDGs Division, the SDG cluster representation were mapped out at
department/division or functional level as ministries had multiple portfolios relevant to several
SDG and targets. Although the focus on cluster representations based on department/division is a
positive approach to coordinate SDG implementation, this also resulted in a large group of
technical members, with a subdivision of five cluster groups who had separate sessions. Whilst the
roles of technical Committee members were outlined in a Terms of Reference (ToR), the RIA
15
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identified a lack of dedication towards SDG implementation in terms of turnover to planned
sessions by Committee members. Technical Committee members need to be further informed of
their specific roles and expectations and the critical nature of their participation in the process of
SDG implementation and monitoring. As Technical Committee members meet in their respective
cluster groups, the level of participation of state agencies/ministries remains unclear as different
stages of the meetings were attended by different representatives from the respective state
agencies. This lack of ownership and accountability of the technical committee members
demonstrated a lack of familiarity with SDGs and a lack of strong working relationships between
government bodies/ministries and external parties such as NGOs, private sectors and civil society.
Custodian agencies are critical to organize the coordination and ensure sustained commitment to
the objectives by a technical committee of this scale.
Several government agencies with broader national mandates were found to overlap with different
SDGs found it difficult to directly map their role to SDG targets. These agencies were found to be
most relevant to the SDG 17 ‘means of implementation’ target. As such their participation was
expected in all five cluster sessions, making accountability, commitment and ownership further
complicated. The RIA listed the following agencies under the category of ‘means of
implementation’ agencies:
•

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) - relevant to resource mobilization related diplomacy

•

Ministry of Finance and Treasury (MoFT) - resource mobilization, budgeting, PPP

•

Ministry of Economic Development (MED) - trade and investments

•

President’s Office - Technical /corporate development secretariat/Economic Development
Department) - (policy making, resource mobilization, budgeting, investments)

•

National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) (relevant to data monitoring and accountability SDG
target 17.18 and 17.19.

•

Local Government Authority (LGA) – look at subnational implementation and monitoring

•

National Center for Information Technology (NCIT) – automation of process a technology
related target

•

Auditor General’s Office – the agency is currently getting trained on SDG based
performance audits. This can directly feed into the SDG monitoring and reporting.

The RIA recommended that from a resource mobilization perspective, representatives of UN, the
World Bank and ADB for the Maldives are included in this group. The RIA showed a strong
participation and engagement of social sectors, due to the initiation taken by lead agencies relevant
to the social sector goals, such as health and education, during MDG implementation. Thus, their
participation remains positive. However, a gap has been identified in the participation of agencies
relevant to Goal 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) and Goal 8 (Decent Work and
Economic Growth). A weak coordination was also noted amongst the economic sector. There is a
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need to mobilize, sensitize and strengthen the agencies relevant to goal 8 and 16 and agencies
relevant to the climate and environment goals. However, the RIA assessment was based on the
government manifesto of (2013-2017) and participation and commitment of agencies are expected
to vary depending on national priorities prioritized by the current administration, impacting the
implementation process of SDGs.
A mechanism for communication for local SDG priorities at a national level is increasingly
important. SDGs promote and advocate for a coherent development agenda for the country, across
populations, therefore it is crucial that needs of populations at the local level gets reflected and
prioritized in national level dialogues. Representation of local priorities needs a decentralized
effort to ensure that SDG implementation is encompassing of population contexts of the 19 atolls
of the country. Although the SDG Division and UNDP Maldives have conducted CSO dialogues
at atoll and island levels, at present there is no systematic framework for communicating local
priorities within the national SDG processes, and requires immediate action. This again comes
down to the lack of a central planning document or long-term planning process and the limited
channels for understanding and communicating development challenges and priorities bottom up
from island level to the national level. For these reasons, quality data is necessary to inform policy,
planning and services and to provide evidence-based inputs to national level discussions in
building a roadmap for SDGs that is inclusive of atolls and administrative regions outside of the
central region.
Lastly, it is important to note that as of now SDGs are management by National and SDG
coordination division at MNPI is responsible for coordination activities, which gives more focus
to SDGs challenges by integrating with national planning, which also can be seen an opportunity.
3.3. Financing
In order to achieve the successful delivery of the SDGs within the national socio-economic agenda
set under the manifesto, it is crucial to identify linkages with domestic and external resource
mobilization opportunities. Resource mobilization, planning national budgets, Overseas
Development Assistance (ODA), foreign direct investments and private sector financing are
crucial means for generating the substantive funds to implement the SDGs across the country. This
has been highlighted in numerous literature (Uddin & Nezum Uddin, 2018). Maldives recent
graduation to a middle-income country has significantly impacted the national budget deficit and
debt as engagements from international partners are focused mainly towards policy support in a
middle-income context. Previous influx of concessional loans, favorable trade conditions,
international aid for development initiatives as a low-income country has significantly declined.
To achieve the SDG objectives as a middle-income country with the prevalent anxieties,
inequalities, and unemployment requires meticulous planning and domestic resource financing to
integrate and prioritize SDGs within the budgeting process.
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The RIA report highlighted challenges in the current budgeting of a reliance on external/donor
funding in some sectors and challenges related to internal budget prioritization practices. This
section will first look at the existing and recently introduced budget practices.
The Ministry of Finance and Treasury (MoFT) introduced new changes to budget procedures based
on a broader fiscal strategy. The new budgeting processes include developing a Medium-Term
Fiscal Framework (2018-2010) and an automated budgeting process, the Enterprise Resource
Planning (ERP) system. Government agencies were requested to produce (1) Baseline estimates
(budget for ongoing functions and programs - based on a budget ceiling established by MoFT and
(2) provide proposals with budgets for new projects and programs for the period 2018-2020,
known as New Policy Initiatives (NPIs). There is an indication from the Fiscal Affairs Division in
MoFT to incorporate SDG criteria to the current screening toll utilized for the NPIs (R. Sobir,
2017). It is expected that a structured screening tool will be used in the evaluation of NPIs.
The MoFT has also introduced the United Nation’s Classification of Functions of Government
(COFOG) for the 2018 budget compilation. This shift from the practice of using general ledger
codes to COFOG classifications will allow the tracking of SDG related financing within the
budgets and to also conduct budget analysis based on SDGs, crucial for the monitoring and
evaluation of SDG implementation efforts. The COFOG classification serves as a blueprint for a
Medium-Term Fiscal Framework, a method for planning and reporting government expenditure
promoted by the IMF and World Bank. COFOG classification of domestic resources can provided
substantive data on how countries finance the SDGs at national level.
Additionally, discussions are underway within the MoFT to introduce results-based budgeting.
However, it is expected that such reforms within the national budgeting processes will take time
to implement. A potential gap to establish results-based budgeting highlighted in the RIA is the
limited results-based planning and targeting that is practiced within ministries and sub-sectors
within the government of Maldives. Results based budgeting which targets SDGs require a
commitment for results-based planning and results-based management (RBM) within the national
planning.
Existing budgeting practices in the allocation of budgets puts financing for SDGs at risk. The RIA
highlighted the potential risks associated with a reliance on external sources or project-based
funding for SDG targeted areas. For project-based funding, the financing of the SDG target area
will need to be integrated in to the national budgeting process. Over the past five years, a
significant portion of resources have been mobilized for infrastructure investments. Budget
prioritization for infrastructure over soft investments for training of human capacity and improving
quality of services negatively impacts the SDG objectives. For instance, Maldives has the highest
total health expenditure rate in South Asia (A. R. Sobir et al., 2014). There is an average annual
growth rate of 20 percent since 2004. However, despite the high budget allocation to the health
sector, the overall quality of health services requires significant improvements (Short, Marcus, &
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Balasubramanian, 2016). Health infrastructure in the atolls remains underutilized, and the average
hospital bed occupancy rate for atoll hospitals are at only 20 percent (A. R. Sobir et al., 2014).
Although addressing environmental and climate change issues in Maldives ae increasingly
important for the sustainable development of the country, as Maldives relies heavily on the income
from tourism and biodiversity, fisheries and agriculture with the sectors contributing 89 percent of
GDP (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017b), the public sector budget allocation for
environmental protection is less than 2 percent. These are significant risks to SDG implementation
and proper financing of SDG priorities.
There is a need for budget allocations that target evidence-based needs demand as opposed to
merely investing only on infrastructure. Based on the budget envelope allocated by MoFT, the
relevant ministries compile and submit budgets for approval, and in some instances also prioritizes
the allocation of budgets for the agencies. Such ad-hoc budgeting practices and prioritizations is a
future challenge to SDG implementation in the Maldives as budget priorities are not streamlined
to a broader national plan. Furthermore, budget cuts frequently target areas that are crucial and
build capacity for advocacy by providing further training to staff at central and regional locations.
Reports reiterate that when budget cuts are enforced it is often training budgets that are
compromised over others. These practices are risky for the financing of SDG targets. Such
budgeting practices at a national level may further compromise financing for SDGs due to the
rising debt levels and limited fiscal space as a middle-income country.
3.4. Partnership and Stakeholder Participation
Current budgeting practices and policy level engagements with other government agencies and
non-government agencies demonstrate a disconnect with a cross-agency linkages. SDGs offer an
opportunity for partnership and inclusivity in stakeholder participations to ensure sound policy and
budgetary decisions are made for effective policy implementation and accountability.
Furthermore, this would enable working with a “whole of government approach”, often lacking in
the current practices in the national planning. It is crucial that the institutional coordination set up
for the SDGs, the SDG Division at MEE, the NMCC, as well as the Technical Committee promotes
and fosters dialogues and inter-linkages between goals and stakeholders. The inter-linkages
between the SDG targets on water, energy, food and health is illustrated in figure 2 which
highlights the need for having a holistic “whole of society” and “whole of government” approach
to address the interconnectedness of the SDGs and sectoral interlinkages.
This can further be reflected in SDG assessments and dialogues to build linkages and synergies
between government agencies by allocating time to present assessments and findings and other
forms of knowledge dissemination. A multi stakeholder approach is necessary to implement,
monitor and coordinate the SDG agenda. Given its broad scope and the geographical distribution
of the Maldives and the demography across islands, a multi-stakeholder approach is necessary to
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effectively implement SDGs in a sustainable manner. The RIA recommends the participation of
civil society, SoEs, private sector and research groups to the technical discussions.
Figure 2: Inter-linkages between SDG targets on water, energy, food and health

Source: Communication Strategy (Rahman, 2018)

Institutionalizing the SDG efforts, beyond the institutional coordination mechanism by
incorporating SDS in a National Planning Document with longer-terms visions will ensure
sustained participation of multi-sectoral stakeholders. By focusing on cross-cutting themes and
multi-sectoral issues, effective accountability mechanisms are introduced, which also helps push
the development agenda and leverage political will. For instance, partnerships with academia can
be considered in the areas of environmental sustainability, climate change resilience and disaster
risk management. Strategies to implements SDGs need to focus on deepening linkages between
national-level institutions and national and atoll/island level institutions. Partnerships with
stakeholders will ensure ownership of SDGs by the government and national stakeholders and
leadership.
3.5 Data Deficit
The National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) together with the SDGs Division has made substantial
progress in assessing data and statistical capacity for the implementation and monitoring of SDGs.
RIA as well as other assessments (Ministry of Health and ICF, 2018; Ministry of Tourism, 2018;
National Bureau of Statistics, 2018b) highlight the significant data gaps which are crucial to better
identify unmet needs among certain populations. Quality and reliable data are necessary for policy
formulation and monitoring and for the allocation of adequate financial resources. Quality data is
also important for advocacy campaigns, creating awareness on SDGs indicators and increasing
ownership and accountability by relevant stakeholders and for public engagement.
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The NBS play a crucial role in providing support to stakeholders on the methodologies used to
measure SDG goals and indicators. It is also a critical agency in bridging data gaps and identifying
new data sources to power up SDGs (Martinez-Soliman, 2017). Key assessments undertaken by
the NBS are:
(1) Assessment of data availability status for each SDGs indicator using the tier category provided
by UNDESA
(2) Diagnostic assessment of data of across all ministries/government agencies which identifies
national indicators, additional data sources and baseline data availability
(3) Baseline data for all SDGs known as the ‘SDG goal updates’
Figure 3 shows the current availability of data on SDGs by different data sources, highlighting that
more than 80 percent of SDG data is from administrative sources. This brings out the need to
strengthen the quality of administrative data for effective SDG monitoring. Figure 4 shows that
even after five years of the adoption of the SDGs, around 23 percent SDG indicators still do not
have any available data, reiterating the importance of strengthening statistical capacities and
exploring alternative data sources to complement national statistics.
Figure 3: SDG data availability status by sources

Source: Data updates on SDG (National Bureau of Statistics, 2018a)
Figure 4: Indicators excluding tier 3 indicators - SDG data availability status by indicators

Source: Data updates on SDG (National Bureau of Statistics, 2018a)
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Data collection in the Maldives context is further limited by its geography. At present, NBS is
exploring alternative data sources and new technologies to facilitate the collection of data, such as
using CAPI and survey solutions to conduct a pilot LFS. NBS is also exploring options for big
data pilot projects. Additionally, NBS is working on integrating SDGs into the NSDS, efforts
include;
1 A review of the National Statistical System of the Maldives focused on economic statistics and
institutional and legal aspects were completed in July 2017
2 A review was undertaken by ESCAP and the UNSD within the framework of the Asia-Pacific
Regional Program on Economic Statistics
3 Second NSDS of Maldives (2019-2030) process was launched in November 2017
4 This NSDS is targeted to fully align with the national development and SDG indicator needs
5 A NSDS training has also been conducted in the Maldives from 27-29 December 2017
6 Following on from this, way forward is being discussed with PARIS21
7 Work at the technical level will be initiated by NBS together with other agencies of NSS.
Alongside these achievements, more assessments are needed in preparation for NSDS of Maldives
(2019-2030):
1 Conduct mapping and review of sectoral statistics, specifically social, environment and
governance related similar to what other countries have done (Persson, Weitz, & Nilsson,
2016)
2 Establish data availability based on data needs in the country
3 Align with government manifesto, sectoral strategy/action plans and SDGs
Furthermore, the first Voluntary National Review (VNR) was compiled in 2017, which was
submitted at the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) on SDGs. This was an initial step to assess
the progress on SDGs in the country, however due to the allocation of a limited time frame to
prepare the report, the VNR was unable to include a comprehensive assessment of the SDG
status/goals and progress.
Data assessments show that there is no mechanism currently in place for data generation for 56
indicators. Additional efforts are needed to make data available for a further 51 indicators.
Disaggregated data by sex, nationality, geographic location and wealth quintile are unavailable for
most indicators. Data on citizen engagement in Maldives is also limited.
Data sharing practices at a national level are minimal due to the lack of an enabling legal and
institutional environment for data sharing, further compounded by the limited emphasis of data
and evidence in decision making process, both at a national and local level. There is a growing
need for research, monitoring and evaluation to provide evidence-based approaches to inform
policy, planning and services. For example, health needs in the atolls could have been better
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assessed prior to large-scale investments in health infrastructures. Social protection programs also
require quality data to identify target groups for transfer schemes.

4. Regional Cooperation for SDGs in the context of Maldives
4.1. SDG Priorities for Regional Cooperation
This section discusses the SDG priorities for regional cooperation from Maldivian perspective.
Since, the Maldivian government is implementing all the SDGs, thus the priorities determined in
this report are not from any consultative process or as stated by the government, but
recommendations based on the RIA. Further, the new government has an ambitious manifesto that
addresses many of the issues mentioned in SDGs. Some of the goals mentioned in the manifesto
includes, providing equal opportunities for everyone by bringing about decentralization, paid
parental leaves, increasing skilled population, bringing environmentally sustainable methods into
tourism and fisheries industry and building community safety in the country. As discussed in detail
below, regional cooperation can contribute towards achieving many of the SDGs and specific
targets for Maldives.
SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable
agriculture
Health related SDGs has been incorporated into the National Health Master Plan 2016-2025,
hoping to increase availability of stronger communication platforms for coordination and
implementation to impact positively to health and well-being of Maldivians. While Maldives has
made significant progress in improving the nutritional status of the country over the past three
decades (Harding, Aguayo, & Webb, 2018), malnutrition persists in the Maldives at a high level
(Ministry of Health, 2017). As per the Maldives Demographic Health Survey (MDHS) 2009 and
Micro Nutrient Survey 2007, ‘nutrition situation in the country ranges from under nutrition among
children, overweight and obesity among adults with micronutrient deficiency among all age
groups’ (Ministry of Health, 2017). According to more recent data from the Maldives
Demographic Health Survey 2016-17, prevalence of stunting, wasted and underweight issue of
children under age 5 has decreased from the year 2009 to 2016-17. According to the graph (Figure
5) below prevalence of stunting has decreased from 19% in 2009 to 15% in 2016-17. Further,
prevalence of wasting also decreased slightly from 11% in 2009 to 9% in 2016-17. The prevalence
of underweight decreased from 17% to 15% between 2009 and 2019-17. In addition to that
proportion of children who were underweight decreased slightly from 6% to 5% (Ministry of
Health and ICF, 2018).
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Figure 5: Nutritional Status -percentage of children under age 5 who are malnourished

Source: Maldives Demographic Health Survey 2016-17

Ninety five percent of food consumed in Maldives is imported hence similar to other small
countries, Maldives is also vulnerable to the impact of price and exchange rate shocks and climate
change which effects food security, food safety and nutrition (Maldives Food and Drug Authority,
2017). With the endorsement of the first Food Safety Policy in 2017, a number of interventions
are being carried out to ensure that the quality of food grown and imported to the country is
acceptable in terms of safety and other such requirements (Ministry of Health, 2017). Some of the
key interventions that will be carried out under this policy includes development of food safety
emergency response systems, public awareness and education on food safety, research, promote
partnerships and networking for increased public awareness, and participation and contribution of
stakeholders (Maldives Food and Drug Authority, 2017).
Maldives can benefit from regional cooperation to realize targets 2.1, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2b and 2c aimed
at enhancing agricultural productivity and incomes of small-scale food producers. Maldives being
a country which depends exclusively on imported food items, requires to think strategically to
increase food security with local produce. Maldives can learn from countries like Sri Lanka and
India to build resilient agricultural practices which is more sustainable. Regional cooperation can
further support investing in research in food safety and consumption or on the implementation of
policies (Maldives Food and Drug Authority, 2017).
Goal 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages
Maldives has made substantial accomplishments in the health sector through the provision of
universal healthcare. Maldives is the first country in South Asia to be awarded certification of
elimination of Malaria, Lymphatic Filariasis and Measles (Ministry of Environment and Energy,
2017b). Maldives is further dedicated to deal with HIV/AIDS, TB and other communicable
diseases and vector borne diseases such as dengue and chikungunya (Ministry of Environment and
Energy, 2017b). Additionally, with changes in life style it has been observed that chronic non24

Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework – A Maldivian Perspective
December 2019

communicable diseases as the main cause of morbidity and mortality in the country (MEE, 2017,
p.9).
Drug Control Act (17/2011) was ratified in 2011 and work is continuing to implement the policies
and regulation under this act (Ministry of Health, 2017). As per the National Drug Use Survey
(2011/2012) (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2013), the prevalence of drug use in
Male’ and atolls were 6.64% and 2.02% respectively (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime,
2013). Absence of research data on the efficiency and success of the current treatment modality
has resulted in paucity of factual knowledge required for further ensuring the health and wellbeing
of the community. Regional cooperation in this area can support us put in place key areas for data
collection and ensuring success of treatment (Target 3.5).
Tobacco control measures continue to be hampered and challenged by weak enforcement and
increased activism by the tobacco industry. Maldives signed the World Health Organization
Framework Convention in 2004. However, a lot of robust measures needs to be in place to
minimize the harms caused by tobacco products. Maldives has recently started implementing
GHW regulation on 31st May 2019. Regional cooperation has the potential to improve effective
mechanisms for lobbying regulations under Tobacco Control Act with policy makers (Target 3.a).
Furthermore, regional cooperation can support develop proper standing operating procedures for
effective inspection and enforcement of this new regulation. National Tobacco control Board is
further revising the current regulation on smoke free public places which would effectively
prohibit smoking in public places.
While government is committed to provide access to medicine via State Trading Organization
STO, shortages of medicine availability from time to time is observed. Regional cooperation has
the potential to support and guide Maldives to create a robust data system that could track
distribution of medicines in the country and alert the authorities if there is a shortage noticed.
(Target 3.b).
Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all
Maldives is well on track in achieving the targets of SDG 4 far ahead of 2030. All children are
now ‘guaranteed 14 years of free education starting at the age of 4 in pre-primary education till
they complete higher secondary education at age 18 or 19, which includes a 10 years’ compulsory
cycle from grades 1 to 10’ (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017b). Maldives has almost
100% of school enrolment, especially ensuring gender parity (Ali, 2017) (target 4.1).
Maldives is well on track in achieving the targets of SDG 4 far ahead of 2030. All children are
now ‘guaranteed 14 years of free education starting at the age of 4 in pre-primary education till
they complete higher secondary education at age 18 or 19, which includes a 10 years’ compulsory
cycle from grades 1 to 10’ (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017b). Maldives has almost
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100% of school enrolment at all levels, especially in primary and secondary level while ensuring
gender parity (Ali, 2017) (target 4.1).
In line with the SDG target 4.3, the new school curriculum ‘ensures that all learners acquire the
knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable lifestyles, human rights, climate change and
global citizenship’ (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017a). Challenge now is to ensure the
quality of education provided by this new curriculum. As such regional cooperation can be sought
out to enhance quality of education via research.
Maldives Education Management Information System (MEMIS), was established in 2018, which
is a key resource to make decisions based on data (United Nations in the Maldives, 2018). It has
the ability to track student’s attendance and track interventions carried out by schools to tackle
attendance or behaviour issues which might lead to school drop out (United Nations in the
Maldives, 2018). This innovative tool to manage schools which are in dispersed islands is
something that other countries can draw lessons from and benefit from.
Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
Maldives has made significant progress in efforts to establish gender equality. Recently ratified
Gender Equality Act 18/2016 prohibits discrimination on the basis of gender and promoted gender
equality. The Act further lays out duties and responsibilities on State and private parties, prohibits
victimization and introduces remedy for discrimination based on gender (Ministry of Environment
and Energy, 2017b). While Maldives has achieved equality in access to education and health
services, more efforts need to be put to increase participation in other sectors. For instance, in the
recent parliamentary elections 2018, 35 female candidates from the 87 constituencies competed,
however, only four females won the seats of Parliament (Udhma, 2019). Although some laws are
in place to protect women, such as the Domestic Violence Prevention Act 2012, actual
enforcement of the law is poor. Several mechanisms that can support women to overcome
vulnerabilities are missing in the current system. Regional cooperation can help us realize the
target 5.1, 5.2, 5.6, 5.a and 5.c by sharing best practices in this area and supporting Maldives to
implement simple yet effective interventions. For example, the women hostels in India which can
provide crisis accommodation and support of social workers to move to stability. Ministry of
Gender and Family is mandated to oversee and support vulnerable women, however they are
mostly focused on child protection which in return minimises the support women gets to be
empowered and independent (Abdul Gahagoor, 2016).
Goal 6: Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
Due to urbanization, population increase and climate change, the country has to face many
challenges with regard to water security. According to Ministry of Environment and Energy in
2014, 87% of atoll population used rainwater for drinking purposes. Maldives faces difficulty in
access to clean water during dry season especially to remote islands given the high transportation
costs incurred in supplying emergency water (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017b)
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‘Over the past 3 years the population with access to adequate sewerage networks has increased
from 31% (in 2013) to 48% (by the end of 2016). Achievements in the water sector demonstrate
that the population with access to water supply networks has increased from 25% (in 2013), to
39% (by the end of 2016)’ (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 2017b).
Regional cooperation can be utilized in investing research in this area on the improvements that
has been brought about by the current system of providing water and sewerage.
Goal 7: Ensure access to affordable, sustainable and modern energy for all
In 2008 Maldives has achieved provision of 24-hour electricity service throughout the country. All
its energy needs are met through imported fossil fuel products and hence over reliance on fossil
imports leaves Maldives highly vulnerable to global fuel hikes (Rahman, 2018). Government had
implemented some initiatives to install renewable energy systems, such as installing solar panel in
some islands, exploring wind energy, and providing ‘Green loans’ for customers to increase
renewable energy investments (Rahman, 2018). However, Maldives faces several challenges to
ensure fuel resources are used sustainably across the country. As such, regional cooperation for
achieving SDG7, can be in the form of research on ways to improve energy efficiency, clean
energy research, promote investment in energy infrastructure and clean energy technology
(Targets 7.3, 7.a, 7. b).
In 2012, Maldives ‘spends 27% of its gross domestic product (GDP) on fossil fuels with a projected
increase up to 40% in the next decade’ and hence attaining energy security is a critical priority to
tackle the possibility of rising global fuel prices (AusAid, 2012).
Goal 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work for all
Major sources of foreign exchange and government revenue comes from coastal tourism(Orellana
Lazo, 2013), construction and fisheries. According to statistics in 2015, ‘tourism contributed
23.9%, construction contributed 8.5% and fisheries sector contributed 1.3% to the country’s GDP.
The GDP growth rate reduced from 6% in 2014 to 3.9% in 2016’. Hence country priority is given
to creating sustainable fisheries and tourism in the country. According to the NBS, in 2014 the
unemployment rate was 5.2% of the working population, hence more efforts are needed to cater to
the growing workforce of the country and to provide decent employment opportunities (National
Bureau of Statistics, 2014).
It has been observed over the years that there is an increase in the expatriate labour force in the
country, which needs to be addressed, including their living conditions and migration status.
Regional cooperation is key to ensure safety and security of migrant workers (Target 8.8). In
addition, regional cooperation can improve global resource efficiency in consumption and
production and endeavour to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation (Target
8.4).
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Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and
foster innovation
Construction is the second largest industry contributing to GDP with 8.5% share in 2015. In 2015
and 2016 there has been reports of incidents with fatal injuries, all the more reason to adopt and
strengthen safety measures in this sector. Innovative practices are required to integrate mitigation
and disaster risk management into infrastructure (Shahudha, 2017). Regional cooperation is
required to achieve SDG 9, in terms of science, technology, and development in this area (Targets
9.5 and 9.b).
Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries
The ratification of Disability Act, Social Security Act, and Social Protection Act created the
necessary framework to support and give special assistance to vulnerable populations (Shahudha,
2018). National Social Protection Agency of Maldives was established in 2011, which is mandated
to oversee the administration of the health insurance scheme and design and implement social
protection programs for the vulnerable sections of the society.
Even though relevant legal framework is available, there is a need to find out how accessible these
services are to those targeted vulnerable population. Regional cooperation has the potential to
support by sharing knowledge and experience in managing these databases and support develop
research in this area.
Goal 11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
Heavy migration from islands to the capital city Male’, for better employment and education
opportunities, have resulted in one third of the total population living in approximately 5.8km.
This has left Male’ congested and left Male’ congested and a hive for lot of social problems.
Government has tried to bring solution to this problem by developing Hulhumale a reclaimed
island within 25 minutes from the capital city. Hulhumale is being developed to provide a better
quality of living for people, however, a lot of effort is still needed in making this area safe and
inclusive. Maldives Transport and Contracting Company Plc. (MTCC) began “Integrated
Transport Networks” with the objective of linking the entire country through a well-organized
transport network (Saadh, 2017).
Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
Both tourism and fisheries sector have adopted sustainable measures from their inception in the
Maldives. Pole and line fishing method used in fishing in the Maldives ensures that each fish is
caught individually reducing the harm caused to the environment. Private sector has played a
crucial role in practicing sustainable tourism methods in the country (Ministry of Environment and
Energy, 2017b).

28

Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework – A Maldivian Perspective
December 2019

Agriculture is still considered an important sector, although the country relies on imported foods.
Recent introduction of chemical fertilizers, insecticides and pesticides remain a huge concern in
this sector. Hence more sustainable methods need to be adopted in this sector (Ministry of
Environment and Energy, 2017b).
Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts
Actions to combat climate change is an important area for regional cooperation. Maldives being a
low-lying country is one of the world’s most vulnerable countries to climate change. Impacts due
to sea-level rise can cause beach erosion, impact marine eco-systems and affect biodiversity
(Rahman, 2018). Maldivian economy depends heavily on tourism and fisheries and changes in
climate can have cause irreversible damages to these sectors. As this an emerging policy area
regional cooperation can help exploring means and methods of tackling climate change and its
impacts. Work is ongoing to incorporate climate change into development projects and policies in
Maldives.
Due to unique geography of Maldives, it is highly vulnerable to drastic consequences of climate
change. Furthermore, two most important economic sectors (fisheries and tourism) that contributes
to 80% to GDP are susceptible to climate change. Hence focusing on tackling effects of climate
changes is highest development priority for the country (AusAid, 2012).
Goal 14 Conserve and sustainable use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable
development
Given the high reliance on marine resources and oceans for tourism and fisheries, SDG 14 is highly
important for Maldives. Ocean is a shared resource by everyone in the region. As such regional
cooperation is required to significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds (target 14.1),
sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems to avoid significant adverse
impacts (target 14.2), and to achieve other targets under SDG 14. However, the many challenges
on socio-economic and political aspects are noteworthy (Zuhair & Kurian, 2016).
4.2.

Regional Means and Instruments to Promote SDGs Implementation in Maldives

This section discusses four means to promote SDG implementation in Maldives. These include (i)
trade connectivity, (ii) investment connectivity, (iii) transport connectivity and (iv) knowledge
connectivity.
i.

Trade connectivity

Most of the countries in South Asia have large land masses, while Maldives is a low-lying small
island state of about 1,190 islands dispersed over a very large ocean area (Asian Development
Bank, 2019a-b). There is a very small space available to develop industrial facilities as 99% of
Maldives is water which causes major transport and logistic issues (Asian Development Bank,
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2019a-a). Hence, primary natural source available for Maldives has been sea (water resources),
and the main export of Maldives has remained fishery related products since Maldives began
exporting (Asian Development Bank, 2019a-b).
Maldives faces several challenges due to ‘limited number of export products and land, logistics,
and transport issues that negatively affect the economics of operating production facilities’ (Asian
Development Bank, 2019a-b). Out of the top 20 products exported, 18 are fishery related products.
Major export destinations are European Union countries, followed by Thailand, Sri Lanka and
United States.
Among South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation (SASEC) countries, according to data
from International Monetary Fund from 2017, Maldives’ top export markets are Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh (Figure 7). As Figure 6 shows largest import source worldwide to Maldives is Sri
Lanka, with imported goods valued at $160 million, and Bangladesh the next largest import source
valued at $3million (SASEC, 2018). Figure 8 shows the major trading partners of Maldives among
the SASEC countries, with Sri Lanka and Bangladesh being important players in terms of export
and import values.
Figure 6: Maldives Trade Import

Source: IMF Direction of Trade Statistics as of May 2018
Figure 7: Maldives Trade Export

Source: IMF Direction of Trade Statistics as of May 2018
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Figure 8: Maldives Trade in SASEC Sub region

Source: IMF Direction of Trade Statistics as of May 2018

It is important to highlight that there is considerable overlap of fishery exports from Maldives
with fishery export products from SASEC countries as they are all much larger coastal countries
and natural exporters of fishery-related products. As a result, this lowers trade space of these
products among SASEC countries (Asian Development Bank, 2019a-a).
As Figure 9 reveals, the share percentage of Maldives’ export among SASEC countries doesn’t
show a smooth trend, rather, it has continued to fluctuate, including the volume of exports (ADB,
2019a, p. 11). Sri Lanka has been the largest trading partner in the recent years, in fact, Sri Lanka
is the only country to which Maldives exported more than 10 products (Asian Development
Bank, 2019a-a).
Figure 9: Maldives’ Exports to SASEC, 2006-2016
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Given that Maldives has a small production base, it depends enormously on imports, and for
instance, in 2016 the value of imports was 15 times more than value of exports (Asian
Development Bank, 2019a-a). From the period 2006 to 2016 (refer Figure 10), the total imports
from SASEC countries increased by 186% (Asian Development Bank, 2019a-a).
Figure 10: Imports to Maldives from SASEC Countries, 2006-2016

According to the World Bank, Maldives has slipped on the rankings in the Ease of Doing Business
Index with it being third to last among South Asian countries ranked on the index. Among some
of the recent reforms undertaken, it has improved the business environment by upgrading existing
electricity grid to accommodate new connections and by introducing online system for filing and
paying taxes. In fact, in the most recent edition, Maldives dropped to 147th in 2020 from rank of
139 in 2019 due to no business reforms in the legal and regulatory environment (World Bank,
2020).
Table 1: Ease of doing business in South Asia

Source: Doing Business, World Bank (The World Bank, 2016)
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Maldives improved its Logistics Performance Index (LPI) ranking from 104 in 2016 to 86 in
2018. This is mainly due ‘to improvement in customs, infrastructure, international shipments,
tracking and tracing, and timeliness, offsetting a dip in its logistics competence score and placing
the country on top of the South Asia regional average of 2.51’ (SASEC, 2018). Figure 11 and
Table 2 present the areas in which Maldives is ahead of the SASEC average.
Figure 11: Logistics Performance Index areas

Table 2: Logistics Performance and South Asia

Source: World Bank LPI (The World Bank, 2016)

According to UNESCAP analysis, despite the trade liberalization under SAFTA, ‘intraregional
trade in South Asia is less than one-third of its potential as estimated by UNESCAP South Asia
Gravity Model of intraregional trade’ (UNESCAP, 2016, p.18). According to the table below,
Bangladesh has the highest unexploited proportion, at 93%, followed by the Maldives (88%),
Pakistan (86%), Afghanistan (83%) and Nepal (76%) (UNESCAP, 2016, p.19). Factors that
contributed to this comprise trade barriers, high trade costs as well as the lack of capacity to supply
goods being demanded by neighbouring countries. This could be resolved by greater regional
cooperation that could facilitate development of complementary and mutually beneficial export
sectors by focusing on lowering trade barriers (UNESCAP, 2016, p.19).
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Table 3: Unexploited intra-regional trade potential in South Asia 2014
Bangladesh

93.11%

Maldives

87.67%

Pakistan

86.43%

Afghanistan

83.39%

Nepal

76.17%

Sri Lanka

62.14%

India

50.17%

Bhutan

9.01%

South Asia

67.05%

Source: UNESCAP (2018).

ii. Investment connectivity
For a small economy such as Maldives, Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), plays an important role
in economic development and improving employment. Maldives’ economy has grown steadily
over the last 15 years with an average annual growth rate of 7.5% (Ministry of Economic
Development, 2015). According to Trading Economics, FDI in Maldives decreased by 491.30
USD Million in 2018 from 517.5 USD Million in 2017 as seen in Figure .
Figure 12: History of Maldives Foreign Direct Investment

Source: Retrieved from https://tradingeconomics.com/maldives/foreign-direct-investment
34

Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework – A Maldivian Perspective
December 2019

A number of legislative additions and changes were made to create an environment more
conducive to FDI. Firstly, changes were brought to second Amendment to the Constitution (Act
No. 20/2015) which allowed government to grant ‘project rights’ to foreign agents under certain
conditions (Maldives Monetary Authority, 2015). The second legislative development was the
ratification of the Special Economic Zones (SEZs) Act in 2014 which was aimed to encourage FDI
inflows by offering number of incentives for investors who qualify (Maldives Monetary Authority,
2015)
iii.

Transport connectivity:

For efficient regional integration, transport connectivity is crucial among South Asian countries.
As a result, this would facilitate intraregional trade and investment. Since tourism industry plays
a crucial role as a foreign exchange earner, air connectivity is important to Maldives. Although
Europe has been taking lead in the market, Asia Pacific took over in 2014 (See Figure 13).
Figure 13: Market share by regions, 2013-2017

Source: Statistical Year Book of Maldives 2014-2018 (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 2018)

35

South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1905
December 2019

Figure 14: Patterns of Tourist Arrivals to Maldives from South Asia (2014-2017)
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Source: Statistical Year Book of Maldives 2014-2018 (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 2018)

Compared to other South Asian countries Indian tourist arrivals contributed to 5.2% (66,955
arrivals) in 2016 and 6.0% (83,019 arrivals) in 2017 which is in an increase of 24% compared to
2016 (Figure 14). Tourist arrivals from India has been steadily increasing since 2013 as seen
from Figure 15 (Ministry of Tourism, 2018).
Figure 15: Increasing trend of tourist arrival from India

Source: Ministry of Tourism, 2018

Maldives with its unique geographically dispersed islands crucially needs to have a robust
transport mechanism to ensure delivery and accessibility of services. Aboobakuru argues that ‘in
the absence of an organized public transportation system, the health sector of the Maldives has
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invested in extending health care services to the remote but very small communities, resulting to
high diseconomies of scale’ (Aboobakuru, 2014). Over the past decade, two governments have
tried to tackle this issue. We are yet to see an effective transport system that would ensure
accessibility of services to people living in remote islands.
iv.

Knowledge connectivity

Implementing SDG for a small economy such as Maldives has been challenging. Especially in the
area of collecting statistical data on SDGs and their targets. Regional cooperation can support
collaborative research and sharing of knowledge and information and this has been stressed as an
important aspect even before SDGs (Menefee, Bray, & Commonwealth, 2012). This could in
return support speed up know how and means of data required and data collection. The data
collection, collation and analysis could take the best use of the technology literate population and
forgo the conventional means and methods. This will lead to better and quality data
collection/analysis.
5.

Conclusion

The year 2015 marked the adoption of the SDGs by the United Nations, to lead the global
development agenda up till the year 2030. The SDGs are comprised of 17 global goals, with a total
of 169 targets. With the emergence of SDGs, every member country has embarked on aligning
country developmental goals and plans with that of the SDGs.
In the Maldives, agencies and stakeholders within the government and other non-state players are
working towards meeting the targets of the global agenda in the process of achieving the targets
by improving the indicators, thereby serving citizens scattered geographically across swathes of
ocean, which in itself poses challenges.
The report on Rapid Integrated Assessment (RIA) to assess the Maldives readiness to implement
the SDGs identifies the following challenges in implementing SDGs (Sobir, 2017).
1. Firstly, institutional arrangements to implement SDGs in the past have faced challenges
due to lack of interest, participation and accountability amongst government officials on
how SDGs fit in within government’s mandate and operation.
2. Secondly absence of a central planning document or long-term planning process that
limited channels of understanding and communication.
3. Thirdly human resource capacity to facilitate the implementation of SDGs were scarce.
4. Fourthly due to lack of proper data and monitoring existing reports lack comprehensive
information and analysis on the status of the Maldives performance against SDGs
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5. Fifthly since Maldives is a middle-income country, domestic resource financing is key to
implementation of SDGs.
In the context of the challenges faced, following are some of the recommendations or possible
modalities for regional cooperation to support Maldives achieve SDGs.
Improving trade connectivity: While Maldives is considered to have an import-friendly
regulatory control mechanism, studies have shown that there is ample space to reduce Non-Tariff
Measures (NTMs) applied within SASEC countries (ADB, 2019a, p.62). Furthermore, it is noted
that there are significant gaps in legislative and institution frameworks in the country even for
existing NTMs (Asian Development Bank, 2018). Significant scope exists to improve the business
and regulatory environment and exploit the trade potential between its South Asian neighbours,
Trade can facilitate achieving SDG via financing and working on the barriers that hinder
optimizing trade potential in the region. Study done by UNESCAP shows that ‘active participation
in global or regional value chains requires lowered trade costs, infrastructure development
(including soft infrastructure), improved market access through regional trade agreements and the
mutual recognition of standards’ (UNESCAP, 2016).
Enhancing investment connectivity: Due to increase in government spending over the last few
years, it has resulted in accelerating path of debt to GDP and accumulated fiscal deficit (World
Bank, 2016, p.25). The situation is expected to deteriorate in the medium-term- raising the risk of
external debt distress to high. According to World Bank ‘a more gradual fiscal expansion and
prioritization of investment projects are needed to lift growth to a moderate level while maintaining
macroeconomic stability’ (The World Bank, 2016). Hence, enhancing possibilities of investment
via regional cooperation can support finance implementation of some of the SDGs. Also, in line
with some of the other South Asian countries, Maldives could undertake an SDG investment gap
analysis and identify the financing needs for the different Goals and look to harness possible
financing mechanisms at the regional level.
Transport connectivity: Liberalization in transport sector is integral for South Asia’s regional
integration. Further exploration of ways to increase efficiency and quality can bring about
improvement in trade in goods and trade in service.
Knowledge connectivity: The Rapid Integrated Assessment (RIA) to assess the Maldives
readiness to implement the SDGs clearly showed that we require knowledge on best practice and
the importance of data collection and management to ensure successful implementation of SDGs.
Regional cooperation can support build network among Small Island Developing States (SIDS) to
share best practices and key areas for data collection and management. Research in the area of
implementation of SDGs in Maldivian context is limited. Hence, regional collaboration and
information networks can support research in achieving SDGs in Maldives.
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Regional cooperation for SDGs for Maldives is needed for the areas which are lagging behind and
also for integrating SDG data collection to the administrative and routine data collection process.
Although, Maldives has currently adapted some SDGs to the country context, Maldives has a long
way to learn the skills and develop capacities to properly measure/calculate and align with national
goals with SDGs. This could be the pivot in the current National Development Plan. The way
forward for Maldives lies in finding ways and means to overcome the barriers to progress
identified, and using a whole-of-government (WOG), whole-of-society approach in some cases, if
not all, to achieve the SDGs and factor in their interdependence and interconnectedness.
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